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Abstract 
Increasing numbers of very young refugee children are entering the world’s schools. Yet, for the most part, very few teachers are 
prepared to respond to this unique population.  This study uses qualitative methodology to answer the following questions: 1: 
What are unique issues (social/emotional and academic) facing very young refugee children in our schools? and, 2):  How can 
teachers assist very young refugee children in becoming more successful?    
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1. Introduction 
Previous centuries experienced wars primarily between nations.  Today, armed conflicts such as those currently 
taking place in 15 African nations are civil wars often fueled by greed for rich natural resources (lumber, oil, and 
diamonds) and compounded by foreign extractive industries whose unreported payments support war efforts.  These 
conflicts too often result in migrations of thousands of children to refugee camps and eventual resettlement in safe 
nations.  There, increasing numbers of refugee children enter classrooms of teachers who are often unfamiliar with 
these conflicts, have little (or no) knowledge of the languages of these children, and have few skills in addressing 
the special needs of these displaced children.  
In addition to carrying with them memories of untold trauma, they bring with them special challenges for schools 
which Sinclair (2002) suggests a key element in a refugee child’s healing process, psychosocial development and 
acculturation  into  his/her  new environment.   Hamilton  (2004,  p.83)  states  that  “one  of  the  major  tasks  facing  the  
refugee child when arriving in a new country is to adapt to a new school environment.”  For a successful adjustment 
of refugee children, however, it is necessary that educational systems make adequate adjustments.  Yet, little is 
known about what might contribute to appropriate adjustments. Anderson et al. (2004) suggest that “although some 
countries have experience in accommodating the special needs of refugee children, many educational systems 
currently do not have special support systems in place to assist  schools, refugee families and students in the process 
of adapting refugees to their new schools” (p.2). Rutter (1994) further suggests that schools should have a host of 
things in order to appropriately welcome the new students.  These include; making sure that an educational policy 
(or government refugee policy) is in effect for refugee children, that teachers have at least basic knowledge of 
multicultural and English as a Second Language education as well as a basic understanding of refugee children, and 
an overall positive educational framework within the school which prepares children “for life in a multi-ethnic 
democracy” (Rutter, 1994, p.53). 
To date, the majority of literature which addresses refugee children (albeit very little research literature) explores 
issues relating to older children and young adolescents.  This study identifies unique needs of very young refugee 
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children in preschool and elementary classrooms.  The study also attempts to identify specific things teachers can do 
to help refugee children experience greater success in schools.  
2. Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this inquiry: 
Research Question 1: What unique issues (social/emotional and academic) face very young refugee children in our 
schools?  
Research Question 2:  How can teachers help very young refugee children become more successful in school?  
3. Sample
 Twenty-six refugee participants were included in the study representing 8 countries of the world.  In addition to 
refugees, 9 professionals (4 teachers, 2 social service providers, 2 counselors and a school administrator) working 
with refugee families with very young children were also included.   
3.1 Selection of Participants 
Catholic Charities, one of the four refugee sponsoring agencies in Buffalo assisted us in sample selection.  
Specifically, social service providers of Catholic Charities recommended participants for participation in this study.  
The primary requirement for participation of parents was that they had school-aged children between ages of 5-8 in 
the Buffalo Public Schools or in suburbs of Buffalo, New York.   Teachers, counsellors, and a building principal 
were selected based on their experiences working with very young refugee children. 
Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample
Age Sex Countries Represented Length of Stay in 
United States 
Residence 
Refugee Parents 
(n=26) 
25-50 
years 
16 male 
10 female 
Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, 
Ethiopia, Liberia, Ivory 
Coast, Rwanda 
6 months-5 years Buffalo, NY 
Teachers of 
Refugee children 
(n=4) 
25-40 
years 
4 female 
2 regular 
education 
teacher 
2 ESL teacher 
USA Resident Buffalo, NY 
School Principal 
(n=1) 
45 yrs 1 male USA Resident Buffalo, NY 
Social Service 
Provider  
(n=2) 
35-50 
years 
2 female USA Resident Buffalo, NY 
Counselor 
(n=2) 
30-35 
years 
2 female USA Resident Buffalo, NY 
4. Methodology 
Qualitative methodology was employed to explore the views of participants.  Focused interviews allowed 
participants to reflect on their experiences and provide suggestions for future teachers of refugee children.   
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4.1 Data Collection 
While English was the primary language of interviews, interpreters were called in when needed.  Except in the 
case of one interview where the parent did not wish to be recorded, interviews were recorded. The average length of 
each interview was 1 ½ hours.  Interviews took place in homes, schools, workplaces and Catholic Charities main 
office.   
Parents were given the choice of individual, pair, or focus-group interviews. Four chose individual interviews, 
two pair interviews, and the remainder focus groups. Individual interviews were conducted with social service 
providers and the building principal.  
4.2 Data Analysis 
Following transcription of tapes, analyses resulted in a number of emerging themes.   In the case of one 
unrecorded interview, data was included in the analysis.  In cases where contradictory ideas were presented, follow-
up interviews and informal discussions were conducted.   
5. Results 
5.1 Research Question 1: What unique issues (social/emotional and academic) are facing very young refugee 
children in our schools?  
Results suggest the following major themes: 
1) Lack of background information on children 
2) (In) Appropriate academic assessments  
5.1.1  Lack of Background Information on Children 
Interviews suggested that teachers and administrators should advocate for finding better ways of obtaining more 
accurate information about a child’s background including sex, age, and prior to placing the child in a classroom.  
For example, one teacher thought her new refugee student was a boy. She discovered the child was actually a girl 
when the children lined up to use the bathrooms. In addition, they should not make assumptions about children’s 
backgrounds.  Native translators from places such as International Institutes in many cities can assist in establishing 
more productive communication between home and school. 
5.1.2 (In) appropriate Academic Assessments 
It is very important that policies are in place for appropriate assessment of refugee children before coming 
to the new school.  Teachers should be provided with professional development regarding such policies.  For 
example, one entire school system mandated that refugee students take the standard assessments in English—even 
though the children had no knowledge of English!  
5.2 Research Question 2:  How can teachers help refugee children be successful in school and in life? 
Results suggest the following major themes: 
1) Providing refugee children with social/emotional support  
2) Providing refugee children with academic support 
3) Establishing meaningful family/home partnerships   
5.2.. Providing Refugee Children with Social and Emotional Support 
While social workers, counselors and teachers can encourage the use of special counseling services, parents 
always have the right to refuse such services. The reason for the counseling services should be communicated to the 
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parents with the help of translators so that they understand fully why children might be provided with such sessions. 
Services which appear to have some benefit include: experiences through which children can express their feelings 
and establish a trusting relationship between home and school.  Pictures, role-play and non-verbal clues (e.g. 
smiling) appear to be especially productive with very young refugee children.   
5.2.2 Providing Refugee Children with Academic Support 
Educational materials should be examined by teachers to ensure they are appropriate for the specific children and 
provide for a wide range of skills.  Volunteers can be especially effective in tutoring and assessing children –
especially if they speak the child’s native language. Moreover, even basic skills in sign language and basic ESL 
strategies can provide excellent opportunities for peer tutoring and after-school help. 
5.2.3  Establishing Meaningful Family or Home Partnerships  
School policies, expectations, and parents’ rights should be translated into the parents’ native language. 
Moreover, parent-teacher relationships can be improved through tape-recorded and/or written reports of students’ 
achievement. Most of all, it should not be assumed that parents are not interested in their children’s education if they 
do not attend school functions. Teachers should be aware of the responsibilities that refugee families have (work and 
language classes) in order to maintain their refugee status.  Teachers should offer flexible scheduling to the families 
when planning functions (including home visits). 
*A version of this paper is published in:  Szente, J., & Hoot, J. L. (2007) exploring the needs of refugee 
children in our schools. In L. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education: Schools, children, 
and families (pp. 219-235). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc...  
6. Recommendations 
Based on the above results, the following suggestions are advanced for professionals working with very young 
refugee children in our schools: 
x Educators should obtain and verify essential information on children’s background. 
x Educators should not make assumptions regarding previous experiences of children.  
x Education policies and appropriate interventions should be in place regarding refugee children before they 
arrive to our schools.   
x Teachers should be provided with professional development opportunities to ensure their preparedness to 
work successfully with refugee children.   
x Close collaboration with administration and policy makers are essential regarding testing/grading . 
x Volunteers are essential for both assessment and tutoring purposes especially if they speak children’s native 
language.  
x Teachers should familiarize themselves with sign language and basic ESL strategies.  
x Information on school policies, expectations and parents’ rights should be translated into the native 
language of parents immediately.   
x Parent/teacher relationships can be more effective if teachers tape record or create written reports of 
students’ achievement and send them home to the families.   
x Teachers should be aware of responsibilities of refugee families (work and language classes) in order to 
maintain their status in their new nation.   
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